This passage, referring to a given set of books, contains a significant feature which deserves attention. The expression "the other books of our ancestors" implies that all the books involved are considered "ancestral" (ƬɐưƭƥƫƮ). In antiquity, the notion of being "ancestral" or "ancient" meant that the object concerned was considered authoritative.
2 Thus, the collection designated here as "the Law, the Prophets and the other books," has a special position in the sense of worthy of respect and sacrosanct. 3 The emphasis here is on the idea of "ancient" in the sense of constituting a basic element of a religion and culture, in this case of the temple state of Judea.
The notion of "ancestral" also marks the difference in status between the ancient books, on the one hand, and the writing of Ben Sira, on the other. It indicates that the Wisdom of Ben Sira, at least in the view of the grandson, does not have the same status as the books of the ancestors, although it is also clear from his Prologue that the new book is considered significant precisely because it is based on a study of the ancestral ones. 4 This element, the "study" of the books of the ancestors, is just another feature that points to these writings enjoying a position of authority. The grandson praises his grandfather as someone who "devoted himself for a long time to the reading of the ancient books and as someone who developed a thorough familiarity with them." The terms used here (ǫƩɐƟƩƵƯƥƮ and ȀƪƥƮ) are also found in the Letter of Aristeas ( §121), where they reflect the standards of Alexandrian scholarship. The "reading" of Scriptures implied study and interpretation, as is clear from other texts, such as 1QS 6:7 and, again, the Letter of Aristeas ( §305). The figure of Ezra, who will be discussed below, is also of relevance as a priest and scribe who, according to Neh 8:13, explained the law to others, which of course presupposes a reading in the sense of study (cf. Ezra 7:10).
The emphasis on the study of ancient books is attested by other documents of the time, such as the so-called Halakhic Letter (4QMMT), dating from the middle of the second century b.c.e. In C 10 it is stated: "We have [written] to you so that you may study the book of Moses and the books of the Prophets and (that/those of ?) 5 3 The designation implies a "defined" collection that is not to be confused with the idea of a "definitive" one (in the sense of a closed canon). See A. van hip'il) can be used in relation to the understanding of the deeds of someone (God, or kings) in Qumran writings, but in the case of 4QMMT C 10 it stands more to reason to interpret the elliptical expression "in David" in light of the preceding terminology, David." 6 The Hebrew verb for "to study" used here (0' hip'il) also occurs in Dan 9:2, again referring to the reading and interpretation of ancient books-in this case the book of Jeremiah.
7
A third element can be added to these two elements, namely, the fact that the ancient ancestral books were kept in the temple of Jerusalem. This we know from several sources of the time. 8 One of the passages that presupposes books being deposited in the temple can be found in CD (7:14-18). It interprets Amos 5:26 by saying that God will remove the books of the Law and the books of the Prophets "from my tent," that is, from the temple, to Damascus. According to Josephus the highest authorities of the temple-the chief priests-were responsible for taking care of the collection of biblical books (C. Ap. 1.29). The fact that books were deposited in a temple is indeed another indication that these books were held to be important, because depositing them in the temple gave them an official status (cf. Deut 31:26; 2 Kgs 22-23).
9
These three elements-being ancestral, being an object of study and being deposited in a temple library (or archive)-mark the significance of particular writings of the time. The first and third aspects-being ancestral and being kept in the temple-help us understand why particular books were potentially held in high esteem, but they do not tell us anything about the way, or to what purpose, these books were used. As to this question, the aspect of "study" is most interesting and important because without being studied, the ancient books-the Scriptures-would remain silent objects.
10
"in the book, or books of." In the case of "deeds," one would have expected an explicit reference in the text. See also the contribution of Émile Puech in this volume. 6 
2
To provide an illustration of the study and interpretation of Scriptures,
11
I would like to come back to Jesus ben Sira. According to his grandson, Ben Sira wrote his book, Wisdom, on the basis of a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. If we look at the work itself, however, we need to modify this evaluation. First, there is reason to believe that the sources of wisdom as listed in Sir 39:1-4 imply a wider literary horizon than the ancient books of Israel.
12 Second, the grandfather's book has two parts: the first contains wisdom, in the strict sense of the word (1-43), the second is called the Praise of the Fathers (44-50). As to the issue of the use of Scriptures, there is a great difference between the two sections. There are only a few instances in the first part where passages from the ancient books are alluded to, 13 whereas the second part is heavily based on them:
Throughout these chapters, Ben Sira manifests an easy and thorough familiarity with the earlier Scriptures-the Pentateuch (the Law), Deuteronomy [sic], Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings, Chronicles, Nehemiah, Psalms, Proverbs, and Job. 14 These chapters (44-50) contain a rather detailed depiction of leading figures of ancient Israel. What did Ben Sira want to make clear in this part of his book? As Alexander Di Lella puts it: "he attempts to show how Israel's ancestors have something significant to say to believers of his day." They could be seen as models of righteous behaviour (cf. 44:10: "Yet these also were godly people whose virtues will not 11 The term "Scriptures" is used here both for the late Persian and the Hellenistic periods. There is reason to believe that the literature considered authoritative acquired additional significance after the crisis of the years 169-164 b.c.e. in Jerusalem, as the dramatic events of these years resulted in a stronger emphasis on everything "ancestral," including the ancient books kept in the temple (van der Kooij, "Canonization of Ancient Books," 36). For a similar observation, see Lange, "Pre-Maccabean Literature," 288-90. 12 be forgotten") and a source of pride for the contemporary Judeans. There is, however, more to it. The crucial question concerns the role of Sir 50, which contains praise of the high priest Simon. Di Lella considers this chapter to be an appendix, 15 but in recent times many scholars have suggested that the praise of Simon forms an integral part of Sir 44-50. Several features indicate that it is the climax of the whole section. 16 An important structural element in this respect is the agreement between 45:25-26 and 50:22-24.
This statement is closely related to 45:24-25, the passage about the covenant made by God with Phinehas for an eternal high priesthood, which is based on the story about Phinehas in Num 25:6-13 (esp. 12-13). It is striking that, unlike the text in Numbers, Sir 45:24-25 also contains a reference to the covenant with David (concerning kingship). As scholars have convincingly argued, both verses testify to a particular ideology of the time, namely, that the office of high priest was held to include the royal office. 17 Other elements in the writings of Ben Sira support this interpretation of the passage under discussion.
Ben Sira used and interpreted Scriptures, in particular the passage in Num 25, in a way that served political interests. Using and interpreting them in this way helped to legitimize the high priesthood of his day, the office that was held by members of the Oniad family. This was, of course, a matter of major interest since the office of high priest was crucial to the polity of the Jews in the Hellenistic era (see further below).
We know of other examples of the legitimation of leadership on the basis of the Scriptures. An interesting case can be found in the writings (pesharim) from Qumran where the Teacher of Righteousness is presented as the fulfilment of ancient prophecies, such as the prophecies of Habakkuk. This procedure implies that he was seen as the legitimate leader and teacher of the community (in the final days), in contrast to a figure such as the Wicked Priest, who was considered an illegitimate leader on the basis of Scripture. Legitimation by way of a particular interpretation could thus pertain to a particular person as leader, but it could also apply to a type of leadership. For instance, it is likely that the phrase "royal priesthood" in lxx Exod 19:6 refers to the priests as rulers of the Jewish people, pointing to a political ideology very similar to the one expressed in Sir 45:24-25. 18 The interpretation and application of the books of the ancestors as illustrated by the work of Ben Sira shows that they were used as a source of authority. His reading and understanding of the ancient books made them relevant to his time and to his readers and established the authority of the ancient texts.
19 This is particularly clear when, as argued above, this authority was used to legitimize the priestly leadership of the time.
It needs to be noted that Ben Sira, as well others, made his interpretation explicit by producing a new text. The interpretation offered in writings such as the Wisdom of Ben Sira was presumably taught orally-in the setting of a school-but, for one reason or another, it was also put into writing. Both elements, that of study and teaching in the setting of a school and, more particularly, the production of new books, fit the Hellenistic culture of the time. This period was marked by the appearance of schools and libraries and by a growing reading public (relatively speaking). 20 This may shed light on new literary productions such as those that were based in one way or another on the "ancestral" books. 21 Furthermore, one can imagine that this new climate of book production also had a bearing on the ancient books themselves. It would have stimulated the making of copies for reading and study purposes. 3
The issue of the study of Scriptures discussed above, however, is only part of the picture because to interpret the ancient books one needed persons who were able to do so-"scribes." In his stimulating study, Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible, Karel van der Toorn draws our attention to the role of the scribes, as specialists and people of social standing, in the making of the Hebrew Bible. Similarly, one cannot look at the authoritativeness of Scriptures without paying attention to the role of the scribes-that is to say, to the experts who were responsible for the interpretation of ancient texts. Although, as noted above, a growing number of people were able to read in the Hellenistic period, the interpretation of Scriptures was a matter for specialists. 23 As I will argue, the relationship between the authoritative Scriptures and the role of the scribes is crucial, because the scribes were the appropriate authorities for the interpretation of the ancient books.
This of course raises the question: who were the "scribes"? The answer is too complex to examine in detail here, but the following remarks and observations may suffice to make my point clear.
24 Although various terms are used to designate scribes, the word sofer is the most well known. It has different shades of meaning. Primarily, it refers to a scribe in the sense of a secretary, but in sources dating to the late Persian and Hellenistic periods it is also used to denote leading scholars of the time, such as Ezra, the priest (Ezra 7:6), and Ahiqar, a wise counsellor at the court of a king (The Story of Ahiqar 1.1 [Aramaic]).
Interestingly, in both cases the phrase :'!/ :62 is used, conveying 23 Those who were able to read were few in number. Most people learned by listening to readings and teachings, particularly as far as the Law was concerned. See, e.g. Neh 8:7-8; the passage of Hecataeus of Abdera quoted above; Josephus, C. Ap. the notion of an expert scribe. 25 Other examples of this usage are to be found in Sir 38:24 and in 11QPs a 27:2-3 (about David). 26 In these two cases as well as in The Story of Ahiqar, the scribe is portrayed as a "wise" man. 27 Such figures belonged to the intellectual elite of their time and held an important position in society (cf. Sir 38:24-39:11).
Nehemiah 8 contains a story that provides a nice illustration of a scholar-scribe as an authority. The story says that Ezra, "priest" and "scribe," read the book of the law to the people at a public and official meeting and therefore affirmed "the authority of the written word for the life of the community." 28 The law was thus publicly ratified and brought into force.
29 Such a proclamation of the law, however, is only effective if the people recognize the person conducting the ceremony as an authority.
Interestingly, the Levites also appear in the story of Neh 8 because it is they who are said to help the people understand the law by reading it aloud "clearly" and "by giving its sense" (Neh 8:7-8). In other words, they play the role of teacher (see also 2 Chr 17:7-9).
Thus, Ezra the priest is presented as the leading scholar, whereas the Levites, as teachers of the people, have a lower position. Ezra is the prime authority, as is also clear from another passage in this chapter: "On the second day the heads of father's houses of all the people, with the priests and the Levites, came together to Ezra the scribe in order to study the words of the law" (Neh 8:13). Ezra is the one who explains the words of the law concerning the stipulations for the Feast of Tabernacles to the heads of families (lay people) and to priests and Levites. It should be noted that the term sofer is used only for Ezra as the leading scholar and not for the Levites, who are often consid-25 See also Ps 45:2. 26 See also Enoch, who is designated as a "distinguished scribe" (4Q203 8 4 and 4Q530 2 ii + 6-12 14).
27 Schams, Jewish Scribes, 101-2, argues that one should distinguish between the "scribe" mentioned in Sir 38:24 and the wise men as referred to, in her view, in Sir 38:32-39:11. This is, however, not plausible since the section 38:24-39:11 is best seen as a unity. See, e.g. Beentjes, Collected Essays, 115-22. ered to be "the scribes."
30 This is not to deny that the Levites played a "scribal" role, but only that they are not designated sofer in the sense of a leading scholar.
31
Nehemiah 8 is instructive for yet another reason: Ezra is not only depicted as priest and scribe (scholar) but is also presented as the leader of the people. The text of Ezra-Nehemiah contains elements which strongly suggest that Ezra is seen as the legitimate priestly leader of the Judean people. He is said to be the son of Seraiah, son of Azariah . . . son of Eleazar, son of Aaron, "the chief priest" (Ezra 7:1-5) and thus is presented as a descendant of the priests who held the office of high priest (see 1 Chr 6:29-41 [mt; RSV: vv. 3-15]). The underlying claim is therefore that Ezra should be seen as the legitimate priestly leader of the Judean people. Since, as far as we know, others held the office of high priest in the Persian period (Neh 12:10-11), 32 this strongly suggests a rival claim. Nevertheless, Ezra is described as the leader of the people as well as the prime expert and interpreter of the law.
This picture of a leading scholar who is also a political leader also arises in other sources of early Judaism. In his description of the Jewish nation, Hecataeus of Abdera (ca. 300 b.c.e.) depicts the high priest as follows:
. . . authority over the people is regularly vested in whichever priest is regarded as superior to his colleagues in wisdom and virtue. They call 30 See, e.g. van der Toorn, Scribal Culture, 88-96. A greater distinction than that suggested by van der Toorn should be made between Levi and the sons of Levi in documents such as Jubilees, on the one hand, and the Levites in books such as Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah, on the other. Unlike the latter, the former are about priests and priesthood and not about the Levites as officials below the priests, as in the books mentioned.
31 See further below. In a few instances the term sofer is used for Levites (see 1 Chr 24:6; 2 Chr 34:13; compare the edict of Antiochus III: "scribes of the temple" [Josephus, A.J. 12.142]), but in all these cases it does not convey the notion of leading scholar but rather of secretary or administrator. As is clear from Neh 8:7-8 Levites could also teach the law, but here the participle 0' hip'il is used (cf. this man the high priest, and believe that he acts as a messenger to them of God's commandments. It is he, we are told, who in their assemblies and other gatherings announces what is ordained, and the Jews are so docile in such matters that straightway they fall to the ground and do reverence to the high priest when he expounds the commandments to them. 33 According to Hecataeus' source of information, priests under the supreme direction of the high priest ruled the Jewish nation. The latter is said to have assumed authority over the people and to have been the authoritative interpreter of the law. 34 Another example can be found in the Letter of Aristeas. Here the high priest Eleazar is described both as the head of the Jewish temple state and as the interpreter of the law ( § §128-169). 35 This reminds one of the %:#=! <:# in Qumran documents (CD 6:7; 7:18; 4Q174 1-2 i 11-12)-"the Interpreter of the Law"-who presumably is also to be seen as a high-priestly leader. 36 In this case we are also dealing with a scholar who, due to his position as leader, is the main authority as far as the interpretation of the law is concerned. All these examples pertain to the interpretation of the law, but we also know of a leading figure and priest who is said to have the wisdom to interpret the words of the prophets-the Teacher of Righteousness.
All in all, "scribes" as scholars were those people who were able to read and interpret the Scriptures and who were therefore specialists who belonged to the intellectual elite of Jewish society. They were men of authority, as they were not only leading scholars but also people who held a high position in the Jewish temple state or in a given Jewish community (such as the Qumran community). As has become clear from the examples given above, the high priest was seen as the highest authority, both as a political leader of the people and as an interpreter of Scriptures, a situation that clearly implies a hierarchy of positions (e.g. Ezra above the Levites; see also below). The fact that scholars were part of the leadership added, of course, to their authority. All this may help us understand the authoritativeness of the Scriptures as they were read, interpreted and taught by the appropriate authorities-leading scholars who were also important officials in society.
In relation to this, a remark on terminology regarding scholars and scribes may be in order. As stated above, the term sofer is the best known word for designating a scholar-scribe, but it is not attested to in all the writings referred to above. It is found in Ezra-Nehemiah (for Ezra, the priest), in The Story of Ahiqar (for Ahiqar, the wise counsellor), in Sir 38:24 (for the wise scribe), in 11QPs a 27:2 (for David) and in 4QEnGiants (for Enoch; see note 26). 37 In all these instances, the term is employed for scholars who are assumed to hold a very high, or even the highest, position in society.
This usage of the term seems to be typical of sources dating from the Persian and Hellenistic periods. In Jewish texts dating from Roman times, the term conveys, among other meanings, a more specific connotation referring to teachers of the written law. 38 Their position was below that of the priests 39 or the wise (the sages). As to the latter, a passage in the Mishnah, m. Sotˢ ah 9:15, is illustrative: R. Eliezer the Great says: Since the day that the temple was destroyed the sages (hakamim) began to be like the teachers (soferim), and the teachers like the servants, and the servants like the people of the land.
Unlike the usage in earlier days, these texts clearly distinguish the wise (sage) from the scribe who comes after him. Rabbinic sources show an awareness of the difference in meaning, as is clear from the well-known statement in b. Qidd. 30a: "the early (sages) were called soferim." 40 In earlier days, the title sofer was applied to the wise-sages 37 An additional instance is to be found in 1 (like Ezra)-but this was no longer the case in Tannaitic times, since scholars of the highest rank were called "sages" (hakamim) not soferim because this latter term was now only used for scribes whose position was below the sages.
To return to our main topic, the term sofer, however, does not occur in the other writings referred to above-Hecataeus of Abdera, Letter of Aristeas and Qumran documents. These sources do refer to leading scholars, literate people and interpreters of Scriptures among the Jews but without making use of the word sofer. This also applies to other writings, such as the book of Daniel. In 1:17, Daniel and his three friends are presented as scholars and literates ("God gave them knowledge and proficiency in all literature and wisdom") who were admitted to the service of the king and were his counsellors, but the term sofer is not employed in this verse, nor in the rest of the book. Similarly, the term sofer occurs only twice in Qumran documents, 11QPs a being one of two instances. 41 There is, however, an interesting case that makes clear that the term was understood in the same way-in the sense of leading scholar-as in the sources dealt with above. In 4QpPs a (4Q171), "the skilled scribe" of Ps 45:2 seems to have been identified with the Teacher of Righteousness. In the Hellenistic era, the polity of the Jews in Judea was that of a temple state that developed into a national state under Maccabean rule. 43 The government of the Jewish nation consisted of two elementsfirst, the ruling priesthood and, second, the council of the elders or the senate (ƟơƭƫƱƯƛƝ). 44 A few passages may illustrate this. According to 1 Macc 7:33, some of "the priests from the temple" and some members of the senate ("elders of the people") came out from the holy place to extend a friendly welcome to him, that is, Nikanor. In 1 Macc 14:28 a large assembly consisting of "priests," also called "rulers of the nation," and "the people," also designated as "elders of the land," met in the temple area. This form of government is reflected in the twofold designation of "Aaron and Israel" in the writings from Qumran (e.g. CD 1:7; 6:2; 1QS 5:21-22; 8:5-6; 9:6; 1QSa 2:13-14). The passage CD 6:2-3 is interesting as it speaks of "men of knowledge" (-'1#1) from Aaron and "wise men" (-'/)!) from Israel. The officials, the leading priests and the representatives of the lay people are depicted here as scholars. Another passage that is of interest is to be found in Josephus, A.J. 11.329-339. It tells the story of a meeting between Alexander the Great and the leaders of Jerusalem: "When he (i.e. Jaddus, the high priest) learned that Alexander was not far from the city, he went out with the priests and the body of citizens" (A.J. 11.329). This story, whatever its historical reliability or plausibility, also testifies to the leadership being composed of the ruling priesthood-with the high priest at its headand the body of citizens, the senate.
The ruling priesthood consisted of the priests whose permanent function was in the temple-that is, the deputy priest and the chief priests under the supreme direction of the high priest. 45 The senate, the council of the elders, was formed by the representatives of what was called "the people" // "Israel" (in the sense of the lay people, not the people as a whole; cf. "the heads of the father's houses" in Neh 8:13). 43 For this change taking place in the 140s b.c.e. due to the policy aimed at the acquirement of the territories ("inheritance") of the ancestors (cf. To return to Ben Sira, where to position him in the society of his day is disputed. Was he a priest, one of the "scribes of the temple" (Levites), or a member of the senate, the body of elders? 46 Going on the assumption that the picture of the wise scribe in Sir 38-39 also applies to the author himself, 47 there is an element in this passage which may help us further. According to Sir 38:33, the scribe was supposed to be a member of the ƞƫƱƧƚ, the council of the people. As we know from the writings from Qumran, the council was composed of priests and "men of Israel" (i.e. elders) (see 1QS 8:1; 1QSa 2:11), hence Ben Sira can be regarded as a priest or one of the elders but not a "scribe of the temple" (Levite). Scholars have criticized the view that he might have been a priest. "Ben Sira a pu aimer la liturgie, vénérer les prêtres et la Torah sans être prêtre." 48 There are indications that suggest that Ben Sira was a lay person, presumably a member of the senate, rather than a priest. Firstly, the passages 38:24-39:11 do not contain any specific element that would point to him being a priest; 49 on the contrary, the perspective of the whole section is that of the lay people of Jewish society of the time and not of the temple and its priesthood. Secondly, the notion of the scribe as wise man fits the idea of being one of the "wise men" of Israel (CD 6:2), that is, a representative of the lay people. Thirdly, passages such as 6:34 and 7:14 strongly suggest a great familiarity with the assemblies of the body of elders. In short, as a scholar and member of the ƞƫƱƧƚ he was a most influential person, a man of great prestige.
As to how Ben Sira was related to the high priest, Otto Mulder has suggested that he be thought of as a counsellor of the high priest. 50 This makes good sense, the more so since, as noted above, Ben Sira supported and defended the office of high priest. If this was the case, his position and role may be compared to that of scholars serving at the court of a king, such as Ahiqar, or Daniel and his friends.
Leadership was organized hierarchically. 51 The high priest, together with the chief priests and other priests formed the ruling body of the Jewish nation, 52 with the elders and council of elders at the next level of leadership, whereas the Levites occupied a position below the priests within the temple. As sources of the time indicate, priests, Levites and elders (wise men) were authorized to interpret and teach Scriptures.
53
The hierarchy involved, however, would make it reasonable to assume that they did not have the same competences when it came to the interpretation of Scriptures, but this is an issue to be dealt with elsewhere. 54 As indicated in Neh 8:13, this was all carried out under the supervision and guidance of the high priest as the authoritative interpreter. This picture is also implied in the writings of Ben Sira. The relationship between the hymnic passages in Sir 24 (on wisdom) and in Sir 50 (on the high priest) indicates that the high priest was seen as the main authority as far as wisdom and law were concerned.
Consequently, one can easily imagine that the interpretation of Scriptures offered by the scholars above would be in line with the ideas of the high priest. It is therefore understandable that in the case of polemics the study of Scriptures served the interests of leadership. Sir 45:24-25 is an interesting example in this regard. It may well be that the explanation of Num 25:12-13 by Ben Sira in this passage was not a novel account by the scholar-scribe, but actually part of the priestly or high-priestly ideology of his day.
5
Let me summarize and conclude with the following statements.
1. A given set of books were considered authoritative because they were ancestral/ancient, were kept in the temple and were worthy of study. 2. Study of these books is the clearest indication that they really were used as an authoritative source. They were considered significant during the interpreter's time. They could be used, for example, to legitimize leadership, thus serving political interests. 3. Study was not only important for teaching purposes, but it also resulted in the production of new books which were based, in one way or another, on the ancient ones. The book of Ben Sira is a good example, but one can also think of parabiblical texts or writings known as the "rewritten Bible." The phenomenon of book production is best understood against the background of the Hellenistic culture of the time. 4. It should be noted, however, that the ancient books, Scriptures, would not have been seen as carrying any authority if their teachings had not been brought into force and if they had not been studied by the appropriate authorities-the scholar-scribes. Interpretation of books that were considered authoritative required authoritative and authorized persons to bring the ideas into effect. 5. Scholarship and leadership were closely related in the ethnos of the Jews or in a given Jewish community within Judaism of the time (e.g. the Qumran community). This situation greatly enhanced the authority of the scholars as interpreters of Scriptures. 6. In line with the way the polity of the Jews was organized, the positions of scholars and scribes were ordered in a hierarchical manner. This aspect, the hierarchy of scholarship, should be taken into greater account in research on the scribal culture of early Judaism. The high priest, as the prime authority, stood at the top of the pyramid. He was not only the leader but also a scholar. The interpretation and teaching of the ancient books was under his supervision. It therefore is fully understandable that the interpretation of Scriptures could, if deemed appropriate, serve political interests. 7. This statement about the high priest brings me to my final remark:
it really is a great pleasure for me to provide this contribution to a volume in honour of Florentino, precisely because he is such a top scholar.
